New Tools to Flght Teardowns

The problem of teardowns isn't
going away.

The National Trust sounded
the alarm back in 2002 when it
put “Teardowns in Historic
Neighborhoods, Nationwide” on
its list of America’s 11 Most
Endangered Historic Places. The
listing warned: “Across the nation
a teardown epidemic is wiping out
historic neighborhoods one house at
a time. As older homes are demol-
ished and replaced with dramatically
larger, out-of-scale new structuwres,
the historic character of the existing
neighborhood is lost. Neighborhood
livability is diminished as trees are
removed, backyards are eliminated,
and sunlight is blocked by towering
new structures built up to the prop-
erty lines. Community economic
and social diversity is veduced as new
mansions replace affordable homes.
House by house, neighborhoods are
losing a part of their historic fabric
and much of their character.”

Back in 2002, the National
Trust had identified 100 commu-

nities in 20 states that were expe-
riencing teardowns in historic
neighborhoods. In 2006 that
number is climbing fast, with the
National Trust now document-
ing more than 300 communities
in 33 states affected by tear-
downs. Illinois, New Jersey, New
York, Massachusetts, and Cali-
fornia are among the hardest hit
states. The problem is especially
prevalent around thriving urban
areas, where growing numbers
of people want the convenience,
short commute, and ambiance of
living in an established city or
inner-ring neighborhood, but
also want homes with the vast
square footage, amenities, and
multi-car garages better suited to
a large suburban lot.

Kenilworth, I1L.: 2006

11 Most Endangered Site

The village of Kenilworth, 111,
provides one particularly disturb-
ing example of this mushrooming

national trend. By placing Kenil-
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worth on its 2006 11 Most
Endangered Places list, the
National Trust hopes to promote
awareness and rally action to turn
the trend around in this commu-
nity and others across the country.
Kenilworth, just north of
Chicago, was one of the first
planned communities in the
country, envisioned by its turn-
of-the-20th-century founder as
an ideal suburb offering a retreat
from the dirt, noise, and crowd-
ing of the city. Some of the most
distinguished architects in the
Midwest were enlisted to design
its residences, public buildings,
parks, and gardens, including
Daniel H. Burnham, Franklin P.
Burnham, George W. Mabher,
and Jens Jensen. Their work con-
tributed to a tapestry of good
design in the village, creating
houses and settings that were—
and are—works of art. Most
of the 830 homes in the commu-
nity are more than 80 years old,
with many over 100 years old.
But now the village is being
blindsided by teardowns. Tear-
downs are occurring at an alarm-
ing rate, with 47 houses already
lost to demolition. Nearly half of
the losses have occurred during
the last three years, including
several homes designed by
the most prominent architects
involved in the village’s design.
Many of these lost architectural
gems have been replaced with
new houses that are significantly
larger in size and not in sync
with the style and character
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of the neighborhoods.

Time is now the enemy.
The village did not anticipate
the teardown threat and has no
comprehensive plan to stop it.

In the face of a laissez-faire
village government and a
“property rights” faction among
local residents, it has been left
up to private citizens to orga-
nize, educate the community,
and press for action. Over the
past three years, a coalition of
teardown opponents has suc-
ceeded in electing two preserva-
tion-minded members ro the
village board and enacting
numerous zoning code changes,
a tree preservation ordinance,
and a six-month moratorium
on building permits. The orga-
nization Citizens for Kenil-

worth has worked to build
public and media interest and
to save individual houses from
demolition (two saved so far).
The village board’s newly
formed Ad Hoc Committee for
Community Planning is now
getting a start on assessing
design review procedures and
drafting a comprehensive plan.

But without quick action—
particularly enactment of a local
landmark ordinance and desig-
nation program as well as further
zoning reforms—this unique his-
toric community will be irrepara-
bly compromised...or lost.

Lessons from Other

Communities
As the epidemic of teardowns
spreads, so, fortunately, does
awareness of the planning tools
and strategies that can be used
to fight the problem.
Communities attempting
to manage teardowns and their
big-house impacts are pursuing
a variety of approaches. These
tools—some new, others well
tested—generally slow down
teardowns in one of two ways:
by reducing or eliminating the
economic pressure for tear-
downs through changes to zon-
ing regulations that limit the
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square footage that can be built
on a given lot or by encouraging
compatible design through var-
ious means, including new con-
struction  standards, design
review procedures, special
neighborhood “overlay” dis-
tricts, financial incentives, and
education programs.

e Dallas, Tex.: As an alterna-
tive to conservation and his-
toric districts, the City of Dallas
has developed a new tool, the
Neighborhood  Stabilization
Overlay Zone, to offer residents
of a specified area a plan that
can set standards for the height,
garage orientation and location,
front and side setbacks, front
facade area, and total square
footage for new buildings,
including garages.

e Salt Lake City, Utah: The City
of Salt Lake City has passed the
Compatible Residential Infill
Development Ordinance, an
experimental tiered review
process that addresses issues
such as height, setbacks, lot
coverage, garages, additions,
demolition, and fines. The cus-
tomized process resulted after
lengthy discussions with stake-
holders citywide and through
innovative online public partic-
ipation measures.

o Atlanta, Ga., and Chevy
Chase, Md.: The city of Atlanta
and the Washington, D.C., sub-
utb of Chevy Chase may not
appear to have a lot in com-
mon, but both areas are strug-
gling with rampant teardowns
and each has pursued a morato-
rium measure. This provides a
cooling-off period to temporar-
ily stop teardowns and give
civic leaders proper time to
assess their land-use and zoning
policies. In defense of the mora-
torium in Chevy Chase, Mayor
William Hudnut stated, “What

we are saying is let’s take a time
out for six months; take a look
at where we're going as a town.”
® Queens, N.Y.: A Queens histo-
rian has likened the teardown
trend to a virus attacking the
Borough'’s older housing. In
response, a new R2ZA zoning clas-
sification was developed to elim-
inate loopholes in the previous
code that allowed for the prolif-
eration of “McMansions” and
other out-of-character buildings
in residential areas. Since it was
introduced, the R2ZA has been
used in areas including Cambria
Heights and Bayside to down-
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National Trust for Historic Preservation's 2006 List of
America’s 11 Most Endangered Historic Places

Smithsonian Arts &
Industries Building
Washington, D.C.

Blair Mountain Battlefield
Logan County, W. Va.

Doo Wop Motels
Wildwood, N.J.

Fort Snelling Upper Post
Hennepin County, Minn.

Historic Communities and
Landmarks of the Mississippi
Coast

Historic Neighborhoods of
New Orleans

Kenilworth, III.

Kootenai Lodge
Bigfork, Mont.

Mission San Miguel Arcangel
San Miguel, Calif.

Over-the-Rhine Neighborhood
Cincinnati, Ohio

World Trade Center Vesey
Street Staircase
New York, N.Y.

To learn more about the threats to these places and efforts to
protect them, go to www.nationaltrust.org/11most. Also watch The His-
tory Channel, which is airing public service announcements about these

sites throughout the summer.

zone thousands of building lots
and place limits on such things as
building heights, lot coverage,
and setbacks.

e Chicago Metro Area: Faced
with the highest concentration
of communities experiencing
teardowns in the nation, resi-
dents and local officials in the
Chicago metro area have come
together to form a network of
those concerned about tear-
downs and their impacts. Since
2003 the Chicago Suburban
Alliance has been meeting; shar-
ing information, best practices,
and strategies; and serving as a
resource for more than 20
Chicagoland community groups.

A New Online Resource

What can residents do if tear-
downs threaten to encroach on
their neighborhood? How can
they become informed and pre-
pared before the trend takes
hold? How can private home-
owners stop this process, driven
by developers who roam their
streets looking for their next

“teardown target,” or by sellers
seeking to gain maximum profit
from their biggest asset! How can
residents speak out against the
size of houses that their new
neighbors have chosen to live in?

Local government leaders
are also torn. What is the right
balance between protecting his-
toric character and respecting
private property rights? What is
the best way to limit the size of
new homes without arguing
against density or turning away
new investment? Finally, how
can teardown opponents effec-
tively advocate for alternatives!?

The National Trust has
launched the initial phase of its
online “Teardowns Resource
Guide," designed to show citi-
zens how to be proactive in
taking control of their neigh-
borhood and its future. The
guide—which is posted at www.
nationaltrust.org/teardowns—is
a one-stop-shop for information
on teardowns and the tools that
are available for use to best
manage this trend.

The section “Advocacy for
Alternatives to Teardowns”
describes strategies used by local
communities across the country
to manage teardowns and retain
the character of historic neigh-
borhoods. It discusses how to
organize an advocacy campaign;
build  mutually  beneficial
alliances; establish constructive
relationships with local planning
professionals, elected officials,
and the media; and develop
alternatives and promote public
and political support for them.

Other features of the guide
include a listing of teardowns by
state and community, photos that
illustrate the adverse effects of
teardowns on older neighbor-
hoods, and a database of news arti-
cles. It also provides the opportu-
nity for communities to share
their own teardown experiences.

Over the coming months,
the guide will add resources on
“Community Visioning and
Organizing,” “Interim  and
Emergency Measures,” “Over-
lays and Districts,” “Real-Estate
and Market-Based Approaches,”
and “Zoning and Development
Standards.” Check back often as
the guide expands.

The Bottom Line

Its not that all change and
growth is bad. Teardowns are
sometimes an acceptable approach
for redeveloping existing areas
and increasing density, to build
tax revenues in areas that are
landlocked and already built out.
But such development decisions
should be made in the best inter-
ests of the community as a
whole, not driven by the short-
term financial interests of indi-
vidual developers and sellers, or
by the whims of new owners.

Any community experienc-
ing teardowns must assess where
it is headed, weigh short-term
gains against long-term implica-
tions, and look for ways to protect
the qualities that make neighbor-
hoods strong. Through careful
planning, usually involving a
combination of land-use and
preservation tools, it is possible to
guide sensitive new development
and allow neighborhoods to
change without sacrificing their
distinctive character.

Adrian Scott Fine is director of the National
Trusts Northeast Field Office.
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